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Justice for the fathers but what about the kids?
Margarette Driscoll




	Jolly Stanesby spent last Monday dressed in a Spider-Man suit, stopping traffic from getting through London’s Blackwall tunnel. For most of the previous week he had been perched on top of the Tamar bridge in Devon dressed as a highwayman with a placard reading: “Stand and deliver, Tony Blair”. 

Stanesby’s stunts were part of a wider campaign of civil disobedience organised by Fathers 4 Justice, the self-styled “civil rights movement” comprised of men who feel they have been given a raw deal by the family courts. 

	Stanesby, 35, is a classic example. He has a good relationship with his five-year-old daughter, who stays with him on alternate weekends and part of the school holidays, but a not-so-good relationship with his ex-girlfriend. 

He longs to be a “proper” dad. “Seeing her once every two weeks just isn’t enough,” he says. “I’m not allowed to see her, not even to telephone her between visits, even though I only live three miles away. She is allowed to see her mum’s new boyfriend every day but not allowed to see me.” 

To try to improve the situation Stanesby has been back to court 13 times. He became a registered childminder to persuade the courts to let him look after his daughter on the 2½ days a week that her mother is at work. All to no avail. 

He is eaten up by the injustice. His work as a stonemason is being neglected and he is falling into debt. “Fathers love their children every bit as much as mothers,” he says. “What right has anybody to tell me I can’t see my own child?” His current arrangement is not fair — if fair means both sides taking equal shares — but can any arrangement be fair once former lovers go to war? Fathers 4 Justice and similar groups are pinning their hopes on the family courts’ drift towards so-called “shared residence”, a 50/50 arrangement popular with the middle classes under which children spend half the week or alternate weeks with each parent. 

Shared residence is already the norm in some parts of America and looks set to become common practice in Australia. Here, too, the courts are becoming more sensitive to men’s rights and the central role most fathers want to play in their children’s lives. 

A twist on the judgement of Solomon — not cutting the child in half but cutting the child’s time in half — seems like a logical and fair solution all round. What we don’t know is how it affects the children. 

Research by the Centre for Research on Family, Kinship and Childhood at Leeds University suggests that shared residence may be be fraught with problems even in families where divorce and its aftermath are amicable. 

Children can come to resent moving from home to home. “One said, ‘It’s fair on my parents but not on me. Why don’t they move back and forth every week?’ ” says Bren Neale, director of the research project Enduring Families?, which has been tracking the children of divorce for almost a decade. 

“It’s hard to put yourself in the children’s shoes, but it’s clear that many feel a sense of responsibility for their parents’ emotional welfare. One girl said, ‘I’d never put my children through this’, though she had two loving, supportive parents who apparently got on well.” 

A study soon to be published by the Economic and Social Research Council shows that while many children survive divorce pretty well, shared parenting can cause them to feel unsettled. 

Selina, 17, was thrilled to arrive at university after years of spending alternate weeks with each parent. “For once I had everything in one room. I actually felt settled for the first time in 10 years, not living out of a bag,” she says. 

Others were shocked to find that even after leaving for university they were still expected to split their time between parents on trips home. 

Shared parenting can work but it takes huge amounts of effort and goodwill. The arrangement that starts because one parent thinks “You can’t have more time with the children than me” is doomed. 

“What really matters is the quality of relationships,” says Neale. “As children get older, shared residence tends to break down because one home is nearer school, or friends, or the skate park the child wants to go to. It’s at that point the other parent needs to be generous and start to let go. It doesn’t mean the child prefers one parent to the other. They just need some freedom and time for themselves.” 

One boy described being barricaded in by his father so he would have his exact half a week with him and not a minute less. A girl flagged up her sense of dislocation “because it’s two different families and two different ways of doing things. You know, even clearing the table, whatever”. 

Which should give pause for thought to Stanesby and all the other protesters who held up the traffic around Britain last week. There are no easy answers: what is fair for parents may turn out to be unfair on the children they love. 
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